For better and for worse, however, there doesn't seem to be much correlation between scientific achievement and satisfaction. It seems strange, at first, to meet people whose achievements you envy who are still unsatisfied and hungry. Some of these people, having proclaimed, "Look upon my works, ye Mighty, and compare!" struggle vainly to stave off the encroaching sands (almost as Shelley's Ozymandias). Many others do achieve satisfaction but, as is true for other things that people want, material and social, scientists often want just a little bit more achievement and recognition, or just a little bit more than their peers. But our peers and aspirations keep shifting. Postdocs want a real job, then, as assistant professors, think they'll be content once they have tenure; stars want to be members of the National Academy, and on and on. It's all so open ended that there's no agreedupon point at which one can surely say "Enough." Consequently, even those who have reason to be content with their status, contributions, and recognition sometimes are disappointed, still feeling, like Marlon Brando's character in On The Waterfront, "I could'a been a contender."
What comfort is there to provide? For the most part, we can still do what we like, with taxpayer support, and we are judged by our peers, not by whether we keep our customers (ultimately, the public) satisfied. We pretty much take this all for granted and feel entitled to it, as if the Enlightenment had triumphed. Talk to someone from a less wealthy country at the next meeting you attend. Those of us who live and work in the United States, and other relatively wealthy countries, are lucky to be able to do science as a profession. "It's not whether you win or lose. . . ." Well, actually, it is, but more important is just getting to play the game.
